Introduction
Holocaust commemoration in Germany began in the immediate wake of the Second World War. The initiative did not come from non-Jewish Germans but from Jews who had survived the cataclysm, most of whom temporarily resided in Germany as Jewish 'Displaced Persons' or DPs.
1 Amidst political turmoil, traumatization, and material want they commemorated the catastrophe by holding memorial gatherings, services, and celebrations, and by erecting memorials. They also documented, narrated, and chronicled the recent tragedy and established the first Holocaust archives.
This chapter analyses the role of historical documentation and archival collections in processes of memorializing the Holocaust in early post-war Germany, an aspect of memorialization which has not been fully explored by researchers. On the basis of newly discovered archival documents from the holdings of the Yad Vashem Archives, the chapter seeks to show that for the survivors at the time, documenting the past was a commemorative act and archival collections of documents and testimonies stood on an equal par with memorials in their function as an injunction to remember the cataclysm of European Jews. The analysis focuses on the work of the Central Historical Commission in Munich in the US Zone of Germany in the years 1945-49. Founded by survivors to document the Holocaust, the commission played a central role in the memorialization of the past among the Jewish DPs.
By way of introduction, the chapter gives an overview on the general situation of the survivors in Allied-occupied Germany. After a brief history of the historical commission, it explores the following questions: Why did the survivors deem documentation a valid tool for memorializing the past? Which aspects of the past became subject to memorialization? What was the significance of Germany for this distinct form of Holocaust memorialization in the early post-war years?
Holocaust survivors in Allied-occupied Germany
For a relatively brief period in the early post-war years, Allied-occupied Germany emerged as a Jewish centre which not only provided a safe place for Jews escaping anti-Semitic violence in eastern Europe but which also functioned as a gateway to a future beyond the 'blood soaked soil' of Europe. In the years 1945-48, Germany became the temporary home for an estimated 250,000-330,000 Jews, mostly survivors of eastern European backgrounds, who enjoyed the protection of the Allied occupying forces as DPs, in addition to some 15,000 German Jewish survivors and remigrated exiles. Of the 20 million people on the move in war-torn Europe in May 1945, 7 million DPs found themselves on German soil, among them forced labourers, POWs, and survivors of labour, concentration, and death camps, including 70,000-80,000 Jews. The Allied occupying forces pursued a policy of rapid repatriation of the DPs to their countries of origin and between May and September 1945 they repatriated 6 million. However, by early 1946 the Allies were confronted with approximately 1 million 'unrepatriable' DPs who either could not return to their country of origin because they had lost their citizenship or, particularly in the case of eastern European Jews, refused to go back due to traumatization and fear. Accommodated in provisional camps housing up to 6000 people in army barracks, camps, and buildings requisitioned from the Germans, these DPs required the extended care of the occupying forces.
3
While western European Jews liberated in Germany readily returned to their countries, survivors from eastern Europe generally refused to return to the sites of terror and those who went back in search of surviving relatives successively turned westward once they learned that Jewish life had been obliterated, leaving nothing but an enormous graveyard. Likewise, Jews who had survived the war in eastern Europe -including some 250,000 Polish Jewish exiles to the Soviet Union who had been repatriated to Poland as of summer 1945 -encountered hostility and violence from non-Jews who had taken possession of their apartments, jobs, and property. In Poland alone, violent assaults on Jews in the years 1944-47 took 1500 lives. 4 Consequently, increasing numbers of survivors in Poland and other eastern European countries fled westward seeking the protection of the Allied armies and hoping to find a way to leave the 'accursed soil' of Europe once and for all to Palestine, the Americas, and other destinations.
However, since before 1948 immigration especially to Mandatory Palestine and the United States proved a difficult endeavour, the western zones of Germany became the temporary haven for an ever-growing number of Jews. In February 1946, the number of Jewish DPs in the western zones amounted to roughly 70,000 and by November that year, it had risen to 174,000. In summer 1947, the number of Jewish DPs peaked at 184,000, with the vast majority, 157,000, concentrated
